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Michael Hastings
Michael Hastings graduated in Marine 
Biology from the University of Liverpool 
in 1977, and remained at the Port Erin 
Marine Laboratory, Isle of Man, to 
conduct PhD work on tidal clocks and 
behavioural rhythms in crustaceans. 
After taking a post-graduate Certificate 
of Education in Manchester (1980), 
in 1981 he moved to the Department 
of Anatomy in the University of 
Cambridge as a post-doc to work on 
the role of melatonin in seasonal timing 
in mammals. As a faculty member, 
working with long-term collaborator 
Liz Maywood, he developed an 
interest in the neurochemistry of the 
circadian clock. In 2001 he resigned 
his Readership in the University to 
take up a Group Leader position at the 
MRC Laboratory of Molecular Biology 
(LMB), with the goal of ‘learning some 
molecular biology’. This ambition 
remains.
Why did you go into marine biology? 
As a kid I enjoyed ‘wild’ places — the 
woods at the top of our street — and 
at the age of 18, never having been 
away from home, marine biology 
carried an exotic wild allure — Jacques 
Cousteau’s Calypso, the limitless 
depths where anything might be 
possible — promising the opportunity 
Q & AExtraction of oil from Canadian tar 
sands is becoming increasingly 
contentious as it is claimed the 
process is one of the highest in 
terms of greenhouse gas emissions. 
But now, along with environmental 
campaigners, some shareholders in 
the companies that mine and fund 
tar sand oil are beginning to protest 
at the activity. British companies 
spearheading the drive to exploit 
the Canadian tar sands in Alberta 
are coming under increasing attack 
from a group of shareholders and 
environmentalists who are planning 
to turn annual meetings into a 
referendum on these operations.
Friends of the Earth, Platform and 
other green groups have published 
a new report which claims that 
the Royal Bank of Scotland (RBS) 
has provided loans which in part 
support this kind of mining. Arnold 
Schwarzenegger, the California 
governor, has led the battle against 
the use of oil extracted from 
Canadian tar sands and the British 
government has made vociferous 
commitments to cut greenhouse gas 
emissions. 
Tar sand oil has soared up 
the investment, political and 
Companies exploiting tar sands are 
coming under fire. Nigel Williams 
reports.
Tar troubles environmental agenda since the Copenhagen climate change summit 
highlighted the need for a clampdown 
on the most carbon-intensive 
activities that are the biggest threat to 
global warming.
Tar sands are deposits of sand and 
clay saturated with bitumen, which is 
oil in a semi-solid state. The region 
where they have been found, in the 
ancient forests of Alberta, is thought 
to cover an area larger than England. 
When the bitumen is close to the 
surface it is excavated in an open-cast 
mine.
Both BP and Shell insist that they 
can extract oil from the tar sands 
in a responsible way, with the latter 
arguing that carbon dioxide emissions 
can be minimised using carbon 
capture and storage techniques. 
Shell says a planned carbon capture 
plant in Alberta would take more than 
one million tonnes a year out of the 
atmosphere by 2015 and could be 
expanded in the future.
And the RBS claims that it is a 
major supporter of renewable energy 
projects. “If we could treble our 
renewables financing overnight, we 
would,” writes Andrew Cave of the 
RBS in the Guardian. “Unfortunately 
there are just not enough viable 
projects needing finance because 
of issues over planning, grid 
connections, cost and technology 
risks,” he says. “Whether we like it or 
not, our society is currently dependent 
on hydrocarbons.”to study (and gawp at) more types of 
weird and wonderful animal than I could 
possibly imagine. The second part 
worked — counting barnacles along a 
beach transect, sorting a mid-Atlantic 
plankton trawl, or dropping anaesthetic 
into a rock pool and catching the 
gasping fish at the surface all took me 
into a ‘wild’ world that was accessible 
only by glimpses and understood 
only by inference and conjecture. The 
‘exotic’ part, however, was more mixed. 
Missing out on the Caribbean, I did my 
apprenticeship at the Port Erin Marine 
Laboratory on the Isle of Man. Barnacle 
counting in mid-June’s biting horizontal 
sleet was not the worst of it. There was 
I, painfully aware that the rest of the 
world was partying whilst I was trapped 
in a Celtic Twilight Zone, frittering away 
my ‘yoof’. Aged 23, I finished my thesis 
on circatidal rhythms in crustaceans, 
resolved to quit science and entered 
the grown-up world, where sensible 
people did worthwhile things and Under fire: Extraction of oil from tar sands in Canada is being challenged. (Photo: Bayne 
Stanley/Alamy.)
